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Globalisation refers to the increasing economic, technological, and social interconnections among nations. It is still core in international business as companies source, manufacture and market in numerous markets. Unilever Plc is a giant consumer goods multinational of the UK that offers its brands in more than 190 countries and has significant world revenues, which makes it a crucial participant in the global supply chains and sustainability discussions. In the current essay, the three key forces in 2024-2025, fast adoption of AI, geopolitical supply-chain risks, such as Red Sea and China-Taiwan tensions, and more restrictive sustainability regulations, such as the CSRD of the EU, are going to be analysed both as opportunities and as threats to Unilever. It will examine impacts on strategy, operations, innovation and talent management, and suggest some viable strategic responses the firm ought to take.
The adoption of AI presents obvious opportunities to Unilever. The AI will be able to reduce waste in production and improve the accuracy of demand forecasts. Unilever already applies AI and digital technologies to its ice-cream supply chain to forecast demand, modify production according to weather changes, and minimise spoilage. This enhances profitability and reduces the working capital invested in stock. The cloud and data partnerships of the company also assist in connecting the sourcing, factories, and sales data, enabling faster decision-making and introducing products within a shorter time and offering greater local market customisation (Atef and Ramachandran, 2025). The actions will enhance the presence of Unilever in the market and its Power Brands, which propelled the high sales growth in 2024. AI also drives Marketing and Product Development. Generative tools can accelerate testing, creative tests and scale personalised promotions. This reduces the marketing expenses per impression and assists Unilever in aligning the products with the local preferences of the over 190 countries it operates in (Chen and Wang, 2024). Increased digital targeting will improve the return on ad spend and assist smaller brands in the portfolio to grow quickly. Geopolitical supply-chain risks represent a pressing need for resilience and an expensive short-term charge (Unilever, 2025). In 2024, with so many carriers having to re-route around Africa due to attacks and instability in the Red Sea and wider Middle East. This increased the sea journeys, increased the freight expenses and caused port congestion. In the case of a global fast-moving consumer goods company such as Unilever, the longer the transit times, the longer the lead time and safety stock requirements (Korkmaz, 2024). The trade volumes of the company are large, and therefore these increases in costs are significant to the margins and the planning. But they also motivate the company to diversify its suppliers, near-source certain production, and invest in inventory visibility solutions that can reduce the risk of disruption.
The geopolitical tension between China and Taiwan increases the risk in sourcing and components’ availability. Some of the elements of the supply chain are targeted by tariffs, export restrictions or longer delivery lead times. Unilever might be required to restructure the supply of ingredients and packaging (Dugbartey, 2025). This can increase unit costs and product innovation cycles. Nonetheless, it is also pressure that drives Unilever to intensify supplier relationships and accelerate the localisation of critical inputs, thereby minimising the future exposure and enabling quicker time-to-market in priority regions (Unilever, 2025). New sustainability regulations like the CSRD set out by the EU present compliance expenses and data overheads. CSRD needs more detailed, auditable sustainability report disclosures on numerous issues. Major multinationals have to gather span 1- 3 emissions and supply-chain influence information and plot threats among thousands of providers (Ul Mansoor, 2023). In the case of Unilever, it implies increased reporting expenses and stricter controls over the practices of sourcing. Meanwhile, the compulsory reporting enhances the transparency to investors and consumers. Unilever can make compliance work a strategic advantage by demonstrating verified improvements on deforestation, emissions and human rights. This will help to defend against brand depreciation and premium pricing of sustainable products. These forces are also operationally hard trade-offs (Unilever, 2025). The restructuring and spin-off program of Unilever's ice-cream business also explains how the company balances scale, cost reduction and priorities of high-growth units. Any job losses and resource reallocation can be used to invest in digital and sustainability (Park et al., 2025). Yet it may also pose the risk of losing highly specialised expertise and damage morale among workers unless well managed. The overall impact is the resultant push of AI, geopolitics, and CSRD forces upon Unilever to invest today in data, supplier relationships, and reporting systems. This kind of investment increases the short-term expenditure but may make the company more resilient, innovative and trustworthy if implemented effectively.
Unilever is being transformed by these international forces in market positioning. The size of the company and a large brand portfolio allow the firm to retain its market share in numerous countries. In 2024, Unilever announced a turnover of €60.8 billion, followed by Power Brands, accounting for over three-quarters of the sales, indicating that the company is strong in the market. Unilever is moving into innovation that is increasingly more digital and data-driven (Sandul, 2023). The company has publicly known that AI and digital solutions are being deployed to digitise the end-to-end value chain, enhance demand forecasting and accelerate creative marketing. These functions reduce time-to-market and enable more tailored advertising at cost, thereby solidifying brand relevance at the regional levels. At the same time, the adoption of new AI regulations, such as the EU AI Act, should be strictly regulated and may postpone some experiments (Iqbal et al., 2025). Unilever has even mentioned that it is preparing to comply with AI regulations, which have legal and procedural overheads on innovation.
Unilever’s productivity and separation programmes, such as the ice-cream spin-off, not to mention a massive productivity push, imply that the company is reassigning individuals and functions to meet the areas of growth. Those changes are able to strengthen high-value functions, but on the other hand, they may also end up losing experienced employees and demoralising them if not addressed effectively (Kramskyi et al., 2024). The human cost of strategic pivoting was mentioned when Reuters said that Unilever had decided to restructure its operations, including reducing costs and laying off employees.
This has mixed impacts on competitiveness. On the one hand, AI investments, data and digital supply-chain visibility enhance the operational resilience and enable Unilever to react faster to local demand. These actions can help extend shelf life and, consequently, market share. Conversely, compliance with CSRD-style sustainability reporting and rerouting or near-shoring logistics are short-term, high-cost expenses for the company (Mnif et al., 2024). Essential sustainability reporting policies increase the reporting burden, require additional data collection from suppliers, and raise operating costs. Unilever already discloses a great deal in line with various standards and can turn compliance into a reputational advantage if it handles data properly. This will enhance the competitiveness, provided that investments are made properly. The move, however, poses short-term threats to margins due to increased logistics and compliance costs, talent loss during the restructuring process, and regulatory resistance to AI usage (Hung, 2024). The overall effect is determined by the effectiveness with which Unilever creates capability, particularly in data, supplier relationships and localised production and the ability to control the human and immediate financial expenses of change.
Unilever ought to increase investments in AI and establish effective governance. It should unify data platforms in demand forecasting, inventory visibility and CSRD reporting to have a single source of truth to drive decisions and disclosures. Unilever needs to hasten supplier diversification and near-shoring of key inputs to minimise exposure to Red Sea and China-Taiwan route risks (Wenning, 2023). More transit time on longer reroutes in 2024 will increase stock, and available capacity will be reduced, so faster local sourcing will reduce stock risk. Freight and insurance resiliency should become a board-level priority of the company through multi-year contracts, strategic inventory hubs, and closer collaboration and partnerships with lead carriers. Unilever has to introduce sustainability data systems throughout the enterprise and enhance supplier audits to comply with CSRD, so that scope 13 metrics can be audited and compared. This transforms compliance into market-proven qualifications (Mayienga et al., 2024). The talent programs should be on upskilling data scientists, supply-chain analysts and sustainability managers and offer transition plans that are protected in case the roles are impacted by restructuring to maintain morale and expertise. Lastly, Unilever ought to test-run resilient micro-factories to move fast-moving lines in main locations and release reliable, audited sustainability pathways to safeguard brand value and premium prices that are more strictly controlled (Unilever, 2025).
It is to be concluded that the essay has demonstrated that globalisation is central to Unilever's strategy, as the company has operations in numerous markets. The positive outcome of AI adoption is a clearer picture of demand. It can develop products faster and more accurately. However, it is accompanied by the cost of governance and compliance. Geopolitical volatility, such as Red Sea upheavals and threats of China-Taiwan, increases freight durations and supply uncertainty, which provoke supplier diversification and domestic manufacturing. Tougher regulations like the EU's CSRD increase the costs of reporting in the short term and the burdens, but also provide Unilever with the opportunity to prove its sustainability credentials and safeguard its brand value. These forces influence the position of Unilever in the market, motivation towards digital innovation, generation of new talent requirements, and provide a margin and operational pressure. The practical answers are improved data platforms, supplier resilience, data systems on sustainability and specific upskilling. These world forces are critical in the international strategy due to their ability to predetermine competitiveness and the exposure of the risks to the firm and the possibility of the firm to grow in a dynamic world responsibly.
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